What's the Number One Killer of Sailors?

By HMCS(SS) Brett Darnell
Naval Safety Center

s | drovehomefromthe Naval Safety

Center on asunny February after-
noon, | saw somethingsthat made me
realizewhy welose so many Sailorsto
traffic accidents. Here' swhat happened.

It was about 1630 on anice, clear and
sunny day. Eastbound traffic on 1-64
leaving the naval basewas heavy. There
were no crashesblocking traffic, but it was
still stop-and-go. You know, 55 mph one
. minute, dead stop the next. Got the
picture? Great!

Fromwhat I’ vejust described, you
shouldrealizedrivinginthat typeof traffic
requires 100 percent of adriver’satten-
tion. A one-second distraction whiletraffic
ismoving (to adjust your radio, for in-
stance) could result in your having to make
apanic stopto avoid hitting thecarsin
front of you that suddenly havecometoa
stop.

| wastravelinginthe center laneinthis
stop-and-go traffic when | noticed the car
to my left wasweaving abit. Out the
corner of my eye, | would seethe car inch
closer to my car, then drift back the other
way. | lowed abit to let this car get ahead
of me, and when it passed, | saw the
driver trying to read alarge piece of paper
shewasholding over the steering whee.

' Atthesametime, shewasextending the
antennaon acell phone, using her teeth
and her right hand. My first thought was,
“1 need to stay asfar away fromthislady
aspossible, because she'sgoing to cause
an accident!” | dropped back several car
lengthsand went to“full dert.”

Aswetraveled down theinterstate at
about 55 mph for what seemed to bea
mileor two, | saw brakelights ahead.
Indeed, traffic was stopped about an
eighth of amileahead. Anybody who was
focused on the situation would be ableto

stopinplenty of time. But thedriver inthe
left lanetrying to read asheet of paper and
dial acell phonewnhiledriving didn’t seethe
brakelights.

| began to bracefor anasty collision
(eventhough | was not the onewho was
going to get hit). Shegot closer and closer,
no brakelights, no brakelights, then, findly,
shelooked up and saw therear end of the
car infront of her rapidly approaching. She
jammed on her brakes, and the back end of
her car went up (asure sign of apanic stop),
but her tiresdid not lock up (she must have
had anti-lock brakes). Thecar following this
driver wasalittletoo close, and when the
distracted driver began the panic stop, the
second driver had to jam on the brakes, too.
Thedistracted driver stopped just inches
from the car ahead of her. The car behind
her locked up itsbrakes and skidded
sidewaysinto my lane, but managed to stop
without hitting thedistracted driver. Thethird
car inlinejust drove onto theleft shoulder to
avoid the mess. Amazing—no collisions!

| drove away wondering if that driver
had |earned alesson about driving while
distracted. | a'sowonderedif the othershad
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learned alesson about following too
closely. My guessis, they did not. Dialing
and talking onacell phoneare not theonly
thingsthat distract adriver. Lookingat a
map, eating french fries, putting on make-
up, adjusting theradio or tape/CD player,
arejust afew other thingsthat peopledo.
Anything that takesyour focusfrom
driving, evenfor just asecond, can result
inacrash.

And, asyou may know, traffic wrecks
aretheleadingkillersof Sailors. Inthelast
fiveyears, we' velost 331 tothem. That's
enough to crew two Ohio-class subma-
rines. For that same period, more than 80
percent of the submarinerswhodiedin
crasheswere stationed in Kings Bay, Ga.

What can be doneto reduce these
needlessfatalities? Should it be against the
law to drivewhiledistracted? | believeall
drivers must be made aware of the poten-
tia resultsof drivingwhiledistracted,

Where Do You Want
Your Coffee?

By AT2 Brian Dale,
VAQ-131

fatigued, or intoxicated. They need encour-
agement to avoid these circumstancesat al
costs. Thisiswhereagood traffic-saf ety
program comesin.

Unfortunately, too many commandshave
not implemented such aprogram—ared
shame, since so many resourcesarereadily
availableto anyonewho wantsto makea
difference. The Navy’srecently revised
traffic-safety programingtructionis
OpNavinst. 5100.12G. One of the best
resources (I haveto admit, | ambiased) is
the Naval Safety Center. From the motor-
vehiclehome page on the Safety Center Web
ste (www.safetycenter.navy.mil), you canfind
everything necessary to design and implement
ahighly effectivetraffic-safety program.

With effort and apinch of common sense,
we should be able to reduce the number of
Sailorswho needlessly dieor suffer horren-
dousinjuriesintheir motor vehicles. .

t wasanother hot day intheArabian Gulf. What
| didn’t know was that it soon was going to get
alot hotter—scalding, infact.

Wewerefour monthsinto aWestPac cruise,
andall | could think about was going home. When |
arrived at the shop that morning, | decided to make
apot of coffee—not the usual “boat” stuff, but apot
of beloved Starbucks. My only problem wasashort
cord onthepot. “I could get an extension cord,” |
thought, “ but what the heck, who needs an exten-
sioncord?1’ll just set the pot on top of thisfloppy-
disk holder.”

After filling the pot with water and ascoop too
many of grounds, it wastimeto relax and wait for
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the coffeeto brew. | sat down beside the desk and
started reading amagazine whilewhistling acoffee
jinglefrom afew yearsago. In short order, though, |
waswhistling anew tune.

I’mnot sureif | hit the pot with my shoul der, the
shipturned and listed dightly, or ajet went scream-
ing down the catapult afew feet above our shop.
Whatever the cause, | soonfelt hot coffee spilling
onto my shoulder and down my back. It wasarush
likel never before had experienced. My back soon
sounded likeasteak sizzlingonthegrill. | jumped
into theair—very colorfully, | might add—and
managed to put some distance between meand the
beast that wastrying to cook mealive.
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Shipmatesquickly
pulled off my stained white
jersey, and | removed my
shirt. By thistime, every-
onewasurging metogoto
medical, but | refused to
bother acorpsmanwitha
“meady coffeeburn.”
Besides, asl explained, “It
doesn’t hurt anymore.”

My aviation medical
officer (AMO), who saw
thefiasco, though, inssted
that | gotomedical.

“No, sir,” | countered,
“I'mfine. | fed only a
dightging.”

“Yes, that’snice,” the
AMO said. “Now, let’'sgo
tomedica.”

Asthisconversation continued, | followed the
AMO into apassageway to explainthat | really was
OK.“Sir, redly, I'mfine. It'sjust acoffee burn.”

“Itwill get worse. Comeon, let’'sgo,” theAMO
indgted.

“Sir... ouch... It'sjust afirst-degree... owww... If
that...” | argued, asthe pain started hitting me. It had
been about five minutes since the coffee had spilled
onme, and | was having second thoughts. Soon, |
couldn’t stand the pain any longer, and | agreed to
accompany theAMO to medicd. “All right, sir, 111
go, but let’shurry... Can we hurry, please?’

AstheAMO and | started to ahead below for
some cold water, one of my PO1stook over the
duty of escorting meto medical. Whenwegot to the
emergency room, | had to explainwhy | wasthere,
and the corpsmen looked at melike | wasanidiot
as| told the story. A bandage and achit for aday of
light duty later, | wasback with my shipmates,
getting used to the new nicknamethey had for me—
“Burny.”

What did | learnfromthisincident? Thereare
severa things| could havedoneto prevent it.

Ergonomics. Don't put a coffee pot on
anything besides adesktop or other flat, solid
surface.

Environmental awareness. Did | know
the coffee pot wasright behind me?Yes. However, |

“All right, sir, I’'ll
go, but let’s
hurry . . . Can we
hurry, please?”’

was concerned only with relaxing and waiting for the
coffeeto brew.

Shipboard life. My shopisonthe 03 level,
right bel ow catapult No. 4. The bangs and shakes
fromaircraft launching and the ship turningwere
enough to knock acoffee pot over, especialy one
that wasn’t resting on asolid base.

Laziness. | haveto admit | wasvery lazy. It
maybewould have taken five minutesto get an
extension cord. Instead, though, | decided to make
the pot’s cord reach, by whatever means necessary.

Asaquality-assurance observer ontheflight
deck, | often see people do stupid things. Guess
what, though? That “ stupid” club hasanew mem-
ber. Theway to prevent these kinds of mistakesis
to think about what you’ re doing beforeyou doit. >
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